• Upper-middle-income country
In 2017, after a decade of aggregation, the expansion of Brasov Water Company (BWC) was completed as all envisaged localities were covered with water services. In implementing the aggregation reform, BWC adopted a progressive approach, gradually expanding its operation in surrounding localities benefiting from the European Union (EU) investment program. This cautious strategy, in terms of municipalities covered, services taken over, and staff transfer, finally proved successful. This did not go without saying as the aggregation reform triggered political resistance from municipalities, which perceived it as a loss of power and control over water utilities.
From Fragmentation to Aggregation of WSS Utilities in Romania
The water sector in Romania has followed a contrasting evolution over time, fluctuating between fragmentation and aggregation. Before the 1990s, Romanian water services were supplied at the county level by companies that also provided other public services such as solid waste collection, heating, and the like.
Water infrastructure investments were entirely subsidized by the central government budget and operational costs were subsidized by local authorities or through cross-subsidies, with industries paying a higher tariff than institutions and domestic users.
Immediately after the fall of the socialist system (1989), the operating areas of these services started to narrow down as each local authority wanted to have its own public service operators. As a result, hundreds of WSS utilities were then created.
In a reverse movement, a comprehensive water sector aggregation reform was designed in 2005-2007 and implemented during the five following years. This regionalization consisted of a top-down mandatory process incentivized by EU investment grants-Sectoral Operational Program Environmental (SOP E) fundswhich were allocated only to projects led by a regional operator. From an institutional perspective, the regionalization was generally performed through the reorganization of public services operated by the capital city of the county. The process had two stages. First, it concentrated the operation of services provided to a group of municipalities at the county level. The second step, which has not been achieved yet, aims to concentrate these county utilities into river basin utilities.
The overall aggregation reform is based on three key institutional elements: an Intercommunity Development Association (IDA), a Regional Operating Company (ROC), and a contract of delegation of services. The IDA acts as the sole interlocutor of the ROC, representing the common interests of its member municipalities regarding water and wastewater services, especially with regard to general strategy, investments, and tariff policy. The ROC is a commercial company, owned by the IDA member municipalities, to which the management of the water and wastewater service is delegated through a delegation contract. The ROC is thus appointed to manage, operate, maintain, upgrade, renew, and expand, where appropriate, all public assets designated in the contract. It collects the invoices paid by customers, in accordance with the contract provisions. The purpose of aggregation in Romania, as stated in the official Guide to Regionalization, is the "improvement of sector performance by a better management and professionalism, as well as benefiting from scale economies." However, in the views of the European Commission and the Romanian government, the regionalization process was also a means to promote integrated water resources management in order to comply with EU directives and create environmental benefits. It was as well a way to set up financial solidarity through cross-subsidies at the county level, and to offset decreases in water sales.
Service quality and technical capacity enhancement were also targeted, especially as large investment projects were planned.
A Gradual Strategy of Expansion at the County Level…
Brasov is one of the most important cities in Romania, with about 300,000 inhabitants. It has a powerful economy, and it is one of the top tourist destinations, Moreover, according to Romanian law, strategic decisions must be adopted with two-thirds of the votes, which for BWC made consensus between the major shareholders compulsory.
Seven years later, in 2015, the company was supplying almost 350,000 inhabitants in 15 cities and towns. During the same period, the number of inhabitants receiving sewerage services increased from 220,000 to over 300,000.
Almost 95 percent of wastewater is being treated with secondary treatment. BWC first chose to take over services in localities that had functional water supply and/or sewerage systems. Where assets were dysfunctional, the expansion of service area was delayed until investments could be made to ensure sufficient service quality with 
Improved Accountability Mechanisms to Enhance Communication with Customers
As a consequence of agreements signed with the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and the European Commission, a range of measures to help improve accountability had to be implemented, such as informing and engaging with the community about investment projects, and launching public consultation.
BWC has not encountered real resistance from citizens but was faced with complaints related to tariffs, introduction of metering, and discomfort caused by works. These complaints were dealt with through 
Aggregation Case Study at a Glance

Key Lessons Learned from Aggregation Case Study
Having a Large Utility as a Nucleus Can Work, but
Aggregation of Similar-Sized Small Utilities Can Also Be Successful
The BWC case study describes an aggregation example that groups urban and rural settlements. In such a configuration, the larger urban utilities act as a nucleus around which less populated, less profitable, and lowerperforming service providers aggregate, with the nucleus helping surrounding services to improve. In addition to an interactive website, BWC set up a call center that features software access to the company database to quickly answer customers' requests.
Aggregation Forces More Explicit Decision-Making Processes, Leading to Better Corporate Governance
Aggregation involves the creation of a new, separate organizational entity that is accountable to more than one stakeholder. Therefore, aggregation presents an opportunity to adopt sound corporate governance principles on autonomy and accountability. In Romania, BWC has been turned into a commercial public company as a result of the regionalization reform.
Aggregation Takes Time to Show Results; Gradual Improvement Strategies Are Particularly Successful
Both the aggregation design and the implementation take time; in particular, implementation is a continuous process that can stretch over decades. As a result, aggregation benefits also take time to materialize. A gradual improvement strategy has proved successful in many case studies, as it spreads the efforts and changes to be made over time, thus not burdening utilities with having to do too much too quickly.
BWC adopted a progressive approach toward the expansion of the service area. The number of water connections doubled in 10 years, while the population served increased by one-third. The utility chose to aggregate in nearby localities where investments were to be implemented and where service quality could be improved and tariffs increased at the same time.
Note
1. For the purpose of this particular study, accountability is defined as being answerable to other parties for policy decisions, for the use of resources, and for performance.
